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Jens Kjar: From Horsens to Atlantic
by SIGNENIELSENBETSINGER
Kjar - The Artist

"Of course things are
coming back. Maybe not
today or tomorrow, but
eventually.
Prosperity
always has followed depression." 1 These encouraging words were spoken
by Jens Kjar in Atlantic,
Iowa, over twenty-five
years ago to a newspaper
reporter who was as intrigued by this man as I
/
am. Who was Jens Kjar?
/
How did I come to know
about him? And why do I
Jens Kjar, August 15, 1940.
write about him today?
Photo by T .C.W .
I'll begin from the beginning. Fourteen years ago
when I first began exploring the history of Danish
immigrant homes in southwestern Iowa, I discovered
that a number of early residential interiors had at one
time been painted in elaborate and romantic motifs.
Sometimes ceilings were decorated with floral borders,
and, in the case of one home, with celestial scenes of
stars and angels. Although most of the paintings had
long since been covered and only a few elderly citizens
remembered them, I was curious about their origin. So
it was, after numerous probing questions, that I learned
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Working draft. Courtesy Bertha Kjar.
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Working draft. Courtesy Bertha Kjar
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Working draft. Courtesy Bertha Kjar

it was a talented painter, Jens Kjar, who had left behind
this unique Danish-American contribution. He was not
a Corot nor a Millet, but through his art, he brought to
the Atlantic, Iowa area, a world of color and form
seldom found in the rural midwest in the late 1800s and
early 1900s. Eventually, I found his daughter Bertha
Kjar, who on a bright summer day in 1969, gave me an
opportunity to examine some of her father's working
drawings and oil paintings. Then, and in later conversations, she shared with me much of the information
about him which I am including in this article.
Although I have never met Jens Kjar, I feel as if I
have, and I think about him often. He was a Danish
immigrant who contributed to his community by
sharing his talents. I write about him now because he
deserves recognition as a subtle force in the shaping of
our Danish-American heritage.
Kjar's career began in Horsens, Denmark, where he
started his art instruction in 1881 at the age of fifteen.
By the time he was twenty, he had received his journeyman's certificate, and then, as young people often do, he
set out on a long trip which took him to Germany,
Switzerland, and Italy. 2 This trip did not end in Europe,
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but took him thousands of miles across the ocean. While
in Berlin, he was invited to America to paint frescoes for
the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893. 3 After the
World's Fair, Iowa was his next stop.
Why did this man with extraordinary talent choose to
go to a small town in the midwestern prairie? His grandmother's brother, Harold Hansen, who was also a
painter, lived in Atlantic. Kjar came directly to Hansen
when he had completed his assignment at the fair. He
worked with Hansen at the H. Hansen and Co. Fresco
Artists firm for several years and then began his own
business. Over time he had three shops in Atlantic, two
on Poplar Street and one on Chestnut Street. In addition
to residential painting, he also designed interiors for
public and private organizations,
which included
churches and lodges. Kjar's working drafts were as
carefully executed as the final projects. Whether it was

Oil painting, 18"x27".
Courtesy Bertha Kjar

Pencil drawing, 16"x16".
Courtesy Bertha Kjar
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Oil painting, 1935. 20'x27". Courtesy Bertha Kjar

for a church wall, a ceiling for a lodge hall, or a mural
for a restaurant, each model was planned in detail with
the deft touch of his pen and brush. Figure 2 clearly
shows his skill in using geometric shapes and floral
motifs. Many of his works combined precise borders
and romantic scenes in a style he called "modern
renaissance," as shown in Figure 3. Kjar often painted
directly on ceilings, but also at times he glued up a piece
of canvas first and painted on that. In addition to
interiors Kjar also produced watercolors and oil
paintings. Equally adept with brush or pencil, his
subject matter ranged from geometric shapes, to flowers
and animals, to idyllic scenes with trees and water. He
often made gifts of his paintings, as wedding presents,
and he delighted his children with his hand-done
valentines.
An Unanswered Question
Unfortunately I have not yet found information
about the particular frescoes which Kjar painted for the
World's Fair. However, one might speculate that
perhaps he was involved with the decoration of the
Danish pavilion . The book, Shepp's World's Fair
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Photographed, describes the pavilion as one of the most
attractive in the Manufactures
and Liberal Arts
4
Building. Built in the style of a Court House in the late
1300s, two clocktowers flanked the grand entrance one clock giving the hour in Copenhagen, the other in
Chicago. s In front of the pavilion were two statues of
well-known contributors to Danish art and literature Bertel Thorvaldsen, the sculptor, and Hans Christian
-Andersen, the writer. 6 Once inside the pavilion, the fairgoer was introduced to a range of exhibits which
included an apartment in a Danish farmhouse from the
mid 1700s, a silver model of the Royal Castle of Rosenberg, Hans Christian Andersen's study, and a mode of
the Museum of Copenhagen. 7 There were displays of
gold and silver articles, such as wassail bowls and
drinking horns; ancient weapons; wood carvings;
porcelain; glass; and laces. 8 The official guide to the
exposition stated that: "While not large, Denmark's
exhibits are in every respect choice and attractive." 9
Shepp said: "It is odd to see how the great and the small

Oil painting. Ca. 3'x5'. Courtesy Odd Fellows Lodge, Atlantic,
Iowa.
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Oil painting. Ca. 3'x5'. Courtesy Odd Fellows Lodge , Atlantic,
Iowa.

nations of the earth shoulder each other in this vast
building. Just across the avenue from Denmark, the great
Empire of Russia has her grand exhibit, while Brazil
adjoins the pavilion of this little Northern land; yet,
small as she is, Denmark has made a worthy display of
her arts and industries." 10 Although Shepp described the
pavilion as perhaps not so grand as some others,
photographs of the Danish exhibit show some intricate
wall decorations. Some appear to be trompe-I' oeil of
colonades and stonework, others appear to be painted
stencils. In comparing these photographs with working
drafts that Jens Kjar made later for walls and ceilings in
Atlantic, one cannot help but be struck by the
similarity. Might he have painted those in the Danish
pavilion in Chicago?
Kjar - The Personality
Kjar was a man of great warmth. He had what in
Danish is called "lune" - a word that embraces
warmth, humor , and charm - a word for which I have
found no adequate translation in English. A souvenir
album from Atlantic, written in 1904 said: "He is an Elk,
-48-

an Odd Fellow and a member of the Danish
Brotherhood. He has built up a splendid trade in his
business by his exceptional skill and at the same time
has made hosts of friends by his geniality and publicspiritedness."
Kjar' s non-Danish
friends in the
community had difficulty pronouncing the name Jens
Kjar, which in Danish sounds like "care," and so they
affectionately called him Jimmy Kajar. His employee
Tom Burke, who later moved to California, sent him
hand-done Christmas cards for years . Burke's greetings
gave evidence of the warm relationship between a
respected employer and a devoted employee. One year
he wrote:
"Well Jens I so often think of you and always wonder how you
are. I've often thought you were (to me) the most
human person I've ever met, and to think we are so
many miles apart at this Christmas time.
Tom Burke"

Danish exhibit. World's Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893.
From Shepp's World's Fair Photographed.
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Christmas card from Tom Burke. Courtesy Bertha Kjar

and another time he wrote:
"Hello Oldtimer Let me know how you are.
This ungrateful one still loves you.
Tom"
My visits with Bertha Kjar have revealed that this
father of seven had a delightful sense of humor. His
humor is evidenced in the names of his pets Phillyrappa, a duck; Nicky, the cat; a series of dogs
named Foxy 1, Foxy 2, and Foxy 3. Miss Kjar recalled
that he always read a great deal (he was an avid fan of
Zane Grey), went fishing with his family, and would
take his children to the drugstore for ice cream. He
enjoyed music and sometimes sang in Danish. At
Christmas time he kept the old Danish tradition of
"dancing" around the Christmas tree with his family
singing "Nu Har Vi Jul lgen" and "Glade Jul."
Most of Kjar' s work is in private collections.
Examples are shown in Figures 4, 5, 6, and 7. However,
on my last visit to Bertha Kjar she told me about several
paintings in the Odd Fellows Lodge on Main Street in
Atlantic. I was fortunate to be able to see these large
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landscapes ca. 3 feet by 5 feet done in the early 1920s.
Two of them are shown in Figures 8 and 9. They
represent scenes from the Holy Land and are symbolic
of the lodge motto: Friendship, Love, and Truth. It is
interesting to note that Kjar so successfully carried out
these commissioned paintings, which were such a
departure from his usual style.
When Kjar was about 90, his eyesight began failing
and he could not longer do intricate work, so he stopped
painting. A friend, who was a cartoonist, sent him the
charming drawing of him in retirement, which is shown
in Figure 12. Kjar's long life came to a close when he was
93. He had often been asked "Would you like to do it all
over again?" and he always replied "Not unless I could
start from the very beginning." 12
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v.;--Cartoon of Jens Kjar in his retirement drawn by an artist friend,
L. C. Larsen. Courtesy Bertha Kjar

-51-

FOOTNOTES
1 The Des Moines Register, Date unknown.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 James W. Shepp and Daniel B. Shepp, Shepp's World's Fair
Photographed (Chicago and Philadelphia: Globe Bible Publishing Co., 1893), p. 84.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.
9 John J. Flinn, ed., Official Guide to The World's Columbian
Exposition (Chicago: The Columbian Guide Company, 1893),
p.119.
10 James W. Shepp and Daniel B. Shepp Shepp's World's Fair
Photographed (Chicago and Philadelphia: Globe Bible Publishing Co., 1893), p. 86.
11 Exposition Souvenir Album (Atlantic, Iowa: Democrat Publishing Co., 1904).
12 The Des Moines Register, Date unknown.

-52-

